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Abstract 
Writing is a basic skill required to be mastered by the students in Malaysian English language curriculum. However, most of the 
low proficiency students are still struggling to write. This study aims to investigate low achievers’ views towards writing skills in 
English, identify their writing difficulties as well as their needs to master the skills. These  low achievers have  positive 
perceptions towards writing skills but need help and support especially from the  teachers. Understanding their views, identifying 
their problems, support and help needed, would benefit ESL teachers in planning their approaches and would help the low 
achievers develop more confidence writing in English. 
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
Lack of  ideas, cannot think of anything interesting or significant enough to write or do not know the words to 
use are some of the voices heard whenever the teacher assigned them an essay to write. According to Rao (1997), 
students find composing in English difficult because the process demands utilizing many cognitive  and linguistic 
strategies of which these students are uncertain. In Malaysian curriculum, the English papers in the national 
examinations such as the UPSR, PMR, SPM or STPM would focus on the students’ writing skills; there would be 
sections asking them to write essays either guided or continuous. English in Malaysian educational context is taught 
as a second language and is a compulsory subject in the school curriculum at all levels of primary and secondary 
education. Students are introduced, taught and exposed to the language  formally as early as five years old when 
they enrolled kindergarten. They have to go through this  formal process of learning English as a second language 
for the rest of eleven years of their schooling and sit for school and national examinations. Unfortunately the results 
of the school as well as national level examinations show as if the learners have not fully mastered the basic aspects 
of the language especially in writing skills, The situations are obviously seen particularly among the low proficiency 
learners.    
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    Existing studies and analysis of national examination performance by the Examination Division, Ministry of 
Education  showed most of the students who are categorized  as low to intermediate level of proficiency seemed to  
face problems to write essay in English. There would be instances where these students would write very short and 
incomprehensible essay, use the national language (Bahasa Malaysia) or even just copy from their friends  who have  
the ability  to write longer essay. Since English is not the students’ native language, it is even something very 
common to see students’ essays  written with poor cohesion and coherence (Lim Ho Peng, 1989). To add literature 
on problems of English writing skills among ESL learners, this study aims to  
a) identify the low achievers’ view towards writing skills in  English 
b) identify the difficulties the low achievers face with writing in English 
c) identify  the  writing  needs and support in writing in English.  
 There are four research  questions  identified for the study as follows: 
1. How do the low achievers  view the  skills of writing in English? 
2. What kind of writing tasks in English do the low achievers perform in their studies and daily interactions? 
3. Which areas of writing do the low achievers  need help? 
4. What kind of  support  do the low achievers think will help improve their writing skills? 
 
2.  Writing 
 
    Writing is one of the skills required to be mastered and it is stated very clearly  in the English language 
curriculum  in Malaysia. However, writing skills together with other  language skills stated in the curriculum 
specification  do not come in isolation, they are integrated. The principle of integration aims to help teachers to deal 
with a set of skills in several lesson; thus, when learners use the language for interpersonal purposes, they do not 
only engage in conversation by talking and listening only, but also engage in written work  when they are asked to 
write notes  or messages (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2003).  It is a skill that “…stimulates thinking, compels 
students to concentrate and organize their ideas and  cultivate their ability to summarize, analyze and criticize” (Rao, 
1997). 
 The natural order of second language learning is listening, speaking, reading and writing; reading and writing are 
considered the advanced stage of language development (Brown, 1987). Dixon et al (2002) and Hinkel (2006) 
believe  writing as a highly complex process that proves to be difficult for many second language learners. Despite 
of its complexity and difficulties, writing is important for many students. It is a means of demonstrating their 
knowledge in content areas. Farris (2001) highlights that, the most difficult part of the language art to acquire is 
writing. This is because, the development of the writing skills to be mastered would take years and  in fact, some 
“…professional writers assert that it takes 20 to 30 years to learn to write because of the complexity of writing…it 
incorporates a large number of  skills: grammar, handwriting and spelling..” Farris (2001:13). 
    According to Dixon et al (2002), some language scholars believe that students who face great difficulties with 
writing are those with learning disabilities and emotional and/or behavioural problems. Steinberg (1982) views 
writing systems as “…systems of visual symbols which provide means for writing words”. These words would 
convey meaning and limited vocabulary would affect the message which the writer tries to convey. Shameem (1988) 
states that writing is a recursive process and it is nonlinear and there are four basic processes: prewriting, 
composing/ writing, revision and proofreading/ editing. Prewriting is the initial stage where the writer would 
normally start to think, discover and create the ideas which are going to be used in the next stage, the composing 
stage.  At the second stage level, it requires the students to compose the first draft.  Shameem (1988) explains the 
processes of checking the coherence and cohesion, styles and syntax as well as grammar during the revision stage. 
In the final stage, editing is   done as to ensure that the essay would be prefect or better. These are the four-stage 
process that needs to be informed to the students in order to make them aware of   the processes involved in writing.  
 
3.  Methodology 
 
The small scale study using a survey method was done in order to look at the students’ view towards writing in 
ESL. According to McKay (2006)  there are three types of information which could be gathered from surveys; they 
are factual information, behavioral information and attitudinal information. Surveys according to Dornyei (2003)  
would provide “a very  efficient means” of  gathering data in “.. a short time with little cost…”. Since the aim of the 
paper is to look at more information on the students’ preferences, survey is the most appropriate way of collecting 
the information. 
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    The respondents  of  the study were 37  Form Four students in one of the secondary schools in Seremban, Negeri 
Sembilan.  This group of students were those who are categorized as  low to intermediate  language proficiency; 
majority  scored grade D and E  in English language paper for the PMR examinations. According to   Ministry of 
Education Malaysia (2003), C grade is the minimum achievement level to measure the  student’s  academic success 
while those with the D and E are classified as the group of students who have not met the  minimum achievement 
level. This particular of group was purposely  selected after gathering some information from the school’s  
examination secretary and the English language teacher teaching the class. This class is  the group of students who 
are known to have problems in learning English.    
The instrument used in to collect the information consists of a set of  questionnaire adapted from Tan Bee Hoon 
(2006). The questionnaire was given in two languages- Bahasa Malaysia and English- in order to make the 
answering process easier  for  the respondents. The respondents may refer to the Bahasa Malaysia version if they 
have difficulties to understand the statements or questions given in English.  There are 3 constructs in the 
questionnaire which require the respondents to select by writing or circling the answers in the spaces provided. 
Section A  consists  of 2 constructs with 6 items which focus on the students’ view  towards writing skills in 
English; Section B consists of  4 items to look at the difficulties the students encounter when  they perform the 
writing tasks as well as the  tasks they wish to perform in English. There are 4 items being asked in  Section C 
which focuses on Preference for Learning Writing Skills. All items in the questionnaire used the  Likert Scale, 
ranging from  the scale of 1 to 4. Data was analyzed using frequency count and percentage. 
 
4. Results  
 
4.1 Perceptions towards writing 
Based on the results, the respondents viewed that ability to write in English is an essential skill in school. A total 
of 75.9% chose strongly disagree to the statement and only  1 strongly agree that writing in English is not essential. 
Therefore, the students have a strong belief that the ability to write in English is a skill that is essential and realized 
the writing skills are needed in order to write essays. Another findings from the survey revealed that the respondents  
strongly agreed that their ability to write effectively in English would contribute to their academic performance. 
This belief may be due to the exam-oriented system being practiced in Malaysia. Their success in the education is 
measured on how good they manage to score in the examinations.  According to Woolfolk (1993), the view of 
ability is something that may change with the situation and in this case the students believed the contribution of their 
academic success in English paper, is based on their ability to write effectively. Thus, Woolfolk (1993) states that 
ability can be improved through hard work, study, practice and knowledge. The students’ beliefs towards their 
writing ability might affect their motivation to improve  their weakness in writing  in English.  
    The respondents strongly disagreed that the  ability to write effectively in English would contribute towards their 
future professional success. A total of 72.4%  strongly disagree with statement whereas only 10.3%  perceived that it 
is going to make contributions in the future. It can be assumed that the students do not see the usefulness of  writing 
effectively  would contribute towards their future professional success. As for item 4, the respondents  have a very 
strong view that  writing skill can be learned. 44.8% strongly agree, 41.4%  agree; this would be about 86.2% who  
have a positive view towards writing skills.  
 The results also showed that the respondents feel that the school does not provide enough support to help 
students improve their writing in English.  54.8% agreed that the school does not provide  the support needed 
sufficiently. In terms of  help and support  to learn the skills of writing in English, the subjects in this survey 
believed that they  should be given more help and support from the teacher. A total of 93.1% wanted more help and 
support to learn the skills of writing  in English. 
 
4.2 Difficulties in writing. 
Since the respondents are low achievers, it is obvious that the students admitted they have a little difficulty  with 
writing in English. 65.5% admitted as sometimes  have a little difficulty, 17.2% often have  difficulty, 13.8% never 
have any difficulty and only 3.4%  who cannot write in English at all. 
According to the list in Table 1, the students  are usually involve in writing short notes  and essays with 44.8% 
respectively, internet chats 37.9%, writing letters to friends and  emails  24.1%, writing instructions 20.7%, writing 
resumes and official letters 17.2% respectively, writing diary 13.8% and writing reports 10.3%.  Writing short notes 
may refer to the writing the summary as required in Paper 1 of the SPM examination and the essays are the 
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requirements  found in  both Paper 1 and 2 of the SPM English Paper. Therefore it can be said that the writing tasks 
in English language take place most of the time in the classroom as instructed  by the teacher.  
 
Table 1.  Common writing tasks 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2. Writing tasks expected to perform 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1=do not wish; 2= somewhat wish; 3=much wish; 4=intensely wish 
 
The findings for this statement show the writing tasks in English that the students wish to perform but  their 
proficiency in the language does not allow them to do so. The first three activities which the students intensely wish 
to do according to the rank are writing short notes (34.5%), writing for internet chats (31.0%) and  writing essays 
(27.6%).  On the other hand, the first three activities which the students do not wish to perform are  writing official 
letters (3.9%), writing instructions (31.0%) and writing diary (27.6%) 
Item % 
Writing short notes 44.8 
Writing essays 44.8 
Writing for Internet chats 37.9 
Writing letters to friends 24.1 
Writing e-mails 24.1 
Writing Instructions 20.7 
Writing resumes 17.2 
Writing official letters 17.2 
Writing diary 13.8 
Writing reports  10.3 
Tasks expected to perform 1 2 3 4 
% % % % 
Writing diary 27.6 31.0 24.1 17.2 
Writing for Internet chats. 20.7 41.4 6.9 31.0 
Writing e-mails 20.7 31.0 20.7 27.6 
Writing short notes 6.9 17.2 37.92 34.5 
Writing letters to friends. 20.7 37.9 20.7 13.8 
Writing instructions. 31.0 24.1 20.7 13.8 
Writing official letters 37.9 10.3 24.1 17.2 
Writing resumes 17.2 27.6 27.6 17.2 
Writing essays 17.2 20.7 20.7 27.6 
Writing reports 24.1 10.3 0 10.3 
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Table 3. Difficulties encountered 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1=not difficult at all; 2=quite difficult; 3=difficult; 4= very difficult 
 
    Table 3 shows the results for the difficulties  that the students encounter when they are performing  writing tasks 
in English.  The students revealed that they did not face any difficulties at all  when they  were revising their  writing 
(37.9 %), writing summary (34.5%), making their writing more interesting (31.0%),  writing conclusion (27.6%), 
integrating source materials into their paper and  using accurate punctuation (24.1%),  writing introduction, 
organising ideas and paraphrasing (20.6%) respectively,   formatting a specific writing task and identifying the 
errors  in their writing (17.2%), expressing their ideas (13.8%),writing  thesis statement (6.9%) and, getting started 
on their writing task and introducing  a quotation (3.4%).  
The respondents in this survey found the listed tasks as quite difficult to accomplish ; the highest percentage is 
noticed in this column.  Getting started on their writing task (65.5%) , writing introduction (34.5%) writing a thesis 
statement (48.3%), expressing ideas  (44.8%), organizing ideas (41.4% ), writing conclusion (37.9%), introducing  a 
quotation (31.2%), paraphrasing (48.3%),  integrating the source material (27.6%), writing a summary (34.5% ), 
using correct English grammar (44.8%), using  accurate punctuation (37.9%), formatting a specific writing task 
(27.6%), making the sentences flow smoothly (48.3%), making their writing more interesting (13.8%), identifying  
the errors in their writing (44.8%), and revising their writing (17.2%). 
 
4.3 Preference for learning writing skills. 
Providing sources of information  would help the students look for answers when they have questions related to 
their studies in this case, the writing in English. The respondents in this small scale survey preferred to use reference 
book (41.4%), ask someone (37.9%), and search the internet  (6.9%).   
Difficulties  encountered 1 2 3 4 
Getting started on my writing task 3.4 65.5 10.3 13.8 
Writing an introduction 20.7 34.5 24.1 17.2 
Writing thesis statement 6.9 48.3 20.7 20.7 
Expressing my ideas 13.8 44.8 27.6 10.3 
Organizing ideas 20.7 41.4 24.1 10.3 
Writing conclusion 27.6 37.9 17.2 13.8 
Introducing a quotation 3.4 31.2 51.7 10.3 
Paraphrasing 20.7 48.3 13.8 13.8 
Integrating source material into my paper 24.1 27.6 27.6 17.2 
Writing  a summary 34.5 34.5 6.9 20.7 
Using correct  English grammar 6.9 44.8 20.7 24.1 
Using accurate punctuation 24.1 37.9 10.3 24.1 
Formatting a specific writing task such as an 
official letter, a report, or a thesis. 17.2 24. 27.6 27.6 
Making sentences flow smoothly 6.9 48.3 20.7 20.7 
Making my writing more interesting 31.0 13.8 27.6 20.7 
Identifying errors in my writing 17.2 44.8 6.9 27.6 
Revising my writing 37.9 17.2 17.2 17.2 
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Table 4 . Ways of improving writing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1=not worth considering; 2=possible choice; 3=strong preference; 4=very strong preference 
 
Table 4  shows the kind of  preference the students would like to choose in order to improve their writing skills 
in English. It can noted that the students have a strong preference to refer to examples in reference books with 
(41.4%), followed by examples in the internet and free online course through the internet  (27.6%),  paid writing 
course from a teacher in a small group as well as consult somebody  fall at the fourth rank with (20.7%) 
respectively, and, paid writing course from  a teacher on a one-to-one basis  and paid online writing course through 
the internet (17.2%).  
The results gathered from the respondents show some of  the effective support in helping the students improve 
their writing in English. Two ways are found to be having the highest percentage:- specific non-credit  modules for 
various problem areas of writing  taught by  small group workshop  method and individual face-to-face tutorial for 
any writing task in English that a student requires help. The students  put these two as being very helpful to them in 
improving their writing in English; the survey analyzed  these two  methods  as having  44.8% which means n=13. 
 
Table 5. Support preferred 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1=not helpful; 2=quite helpful; 3=very helpful; 4= essential 
Table 9: Support Preferred 
Ways to improve writing 1 2 3 4 
By taking a paid writing course from a teacher on a 
one-to one basis. 20.7 58.6 3.4 17.2 
By taking a paid writing course from a teacher in a 
small group. 31.0 31.0 17.2 20.7 
By consulting someone. 20.7 17.2 41.4 20.7 
By referring to examples in reference books. 0 17.2 41.4 41.4 
By  referring to examples in the internet. 17.2 31.0 24.1 27.6 
By taking a free online writing course through the 
internet. 27.6 17.2 27.6 27.6 
By taking a paid online writing course through the 
Internet. 41.4 27.6 13.8 17.2 
Other/s (please write). 3.4 3.4 0 17.2 
Support preferred 1 2 3 4 
A teacher whom students can consult about their 
writing assignments face-to-face individually during 
6.9 44.8 27.6 20.7 
An online teacher whom students consult about their 
writing assignments through the internet any time. 41.4 27.6 20.7 10.3 
A resource centre that provides guidebooks to effective 
writing. 3.4 27.6 41.8 27.6 
A self-access lab that provides with self-checking 
answers for students to work on a specific problem area 48.3 13.8 17.2 7.2 
A telephone  hotline for students to ask questions about 
their writing assignments. 27.6 44.8 13.8 13.8 
A website that provides electronic materials such as 
handouts, guidebooks , and other references. 10.3 37.9 31 20.7 
A print journal that publishes  students’ writing in 
English. 24.1 27.6 24.1 24.1 
An electronic  journal that publishes students’ writing 
in  English 17.2 44.8 24.1 13.8 
Connection to a web forum on writing 20.7 34.5 31 13.8 
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For this part, the highest percentage the students considered as very helpful to improve their writing is a resource 
centre  that provides guidebooks to effective writing  (41.8%). The analysis also found three types  of support which 
the students considered would be helpful to improve their writing in English. They are :- 1) a tutor or teacher whom 
the students can consult on their writing assignments face-to-face individually during certain hours; 2) a telephone  
hotline for students to ask questions about their writing assignments and ; 3) an electronic journal  that publishes 
students’ writing in English. A total of 44.8% of the students ticked for these three types of support. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
The findings of the survey show that the students have  positive opinions towards the skills of writing in English 
as they believe that it is important for their academic as well as future professional career. Using appropriate 
approaches and strategies, ESL teachers can assist the students to improve their writing in English. Since in one of 
the findings found that the students prefer to have a face-to-face support, thus, it is essential for teachers to create  a 
warm, supportive, accepting and trusting climate in the  English language classroom (Fatimah Hashim 1990).  
Although there is no best method can be claimed to be the most effective ones, teachers need to be creative to 
make the writing task enjoyable and not so difficult for the students.  According to Protherough et al (1999), the 
teachers shape their approaches and materials to take into account of their pupils’ interests, expectations, abilities, 
attitudes, backgrounds, feelings and beliefs. Methods selected should be able to catch their attention and attract their 
interest to learn the target language and help the learners see that learning a second language should be a life-long 
process and knowledge of knowing other languages than their mother tongue, would be beneficial for their future. 
As Jarvis (2002) reiterated, “…the key to learning to write is feeling confident…” If  students are not confident that 
they can write, then teachers need to help these struggling writers build up their confidence in writing in English. In 
short, through understanding the students’ opinions, feelings and identifying their difficulties in the process of 
learning in general, shall help teachers modify and diversify their teaching methodology which eventually would 
affect the students’ interest and motivation. 
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